fruit drink she dubbed "lollipop juice." It was better than drinking "runoff" and claimed to have a lot of vitamins. Later she took to buying jugs of bottled water. My wife was not going to be seduced into accepting the unacceptable.
Meanwhile, our children, like a large number of Iowa City kids and University of Iowa students, enjoyed the river. During the spring and summer they drifted down it in old inner tubes and sometimes dared to jump off one of the campus footbridges, being careful to avoid a submerged supermarket cart that lay near one of them. Had I known about that cart I would have tried to stop them from jumping. Years later, after several students had died, the uni versity put up a sign noting the date of the last death. Whether the cart was ever removed I do not know.
One spring my kids and some of the neighboring children piled up stones and bricks and broken concrete blocks to make a little dam on the section of Ralston Creek near their homes and then built a boat they christened Titanic on which they could pole and paddle their way up and down this usually shallow tributary of the Iowa. This, I thought, was exactly the kind of fun kids should have on a creek, and it annoyed me when city officials made them tear down the dam, lowering the water and grounding Titanic.
To officialdom, Ralston Creek was not a playground. In previous years there had been flash floods that did considerable damage to homes and businesses, including a popular grocery store and the home of a colleague. In 1982 the city built a dry dam upstream in Hickory Hill Park. It temporarily holds back flood water, and since then there has been no more downstream damage.
But we shall see.
The risk in building dams and levees is that they provide a false sense of security. Thinking that floods will now be contained or prevented, people build in floodplains and in time forget the floods of the past. Along comes extraordinary rain that the dam cannot hold, the expensive new structures are flooded, and the damage is that much greater. Fashionably, we can call this an example of the 1903, 22,500 cfs; 1912, 20,000 cfs; 1915, 20,000 cfs; 1918, 42,500 cfs; 1944, 31,100 cfs; 1947, 33,800 
HISTORY
The Iowa, or Ioway, River is named after the Ioway Indians, who lived along it and used it extensively for fishing and transportation.
They also hunted game along its banks, harvested migrating water fowl, and trapped beavers along its many creeks. Some say that since the Ioway were known by their neighbors as people who slept a lot (or feigned sleep), the river should mean "sleepy waters," but I rather doubt that, for the Ioway were acquainted with both its annual floods and its occasional rages. Or perhaps they also some times spoke the name ironically. Indians were among those who saw its great 1851 flood, and could later point to its high-water marks.
Indians, however, could rather easily move out of a flood's way.
They knew that floods were normal and beneficial, leaving enclosed marshes and oxbows, distributing seed, and regenerating soil.
Initially, white settlers used the Iowa in a somewhat similar fash ion. The Iowa, Des Moines, and other rivers were their routes into the state, and they built their homes and towns nearby, benefiting from the bounty of the rivers' waters and shores. Fremling, the best general historian of the Mississippi, "there were more than 80 sawmills located on the Upper Mississippi River and about 120 located on tributary streams." The rafts of these logs were gigantic, some over 1550 feet long, covering almost ten acres and containing over two million board feet of wood. Every year there were hundreds of them, jamming the Mississippi. Its water became clotted with sawdust from the mills and waste from towns and cities. According to Fremling, the Mississippi "was treated like a sewer." People protested. They hated all the sawdust and feces and garbage that collected on the shores and piled up against the "wing dams" that were meant to direct the flow into the central channel.
But protests had little effect. The lumber industry was power ful and produced great wealth and social benefit. The lumber that was milled along the Mississippi and carried west by train enabled people on the treeless prairies and plains to live in something big ger and better than sod huts and to build sheds and barns for their animals and hay. The lumber went west and brought back money.
The waste went south. It was an acceptable bargain.
Rivers like the Iowa did not carry much waste from sawmills, settle. Clams and mussels, also once very numerous in Iowa rivers, strained out impurities.
What changed the rivers of the prairie was not only plowing, however. It was also the drainage of their marshes, bogs, ponds, and lakes. Today we equate prairie with land, land covered as far as the eye could see with waving grasses and flowers six to eight feet high. But much of this "land" was actually wetland that has been drained over the last 150 years, so long ago that we have no living memory of it and cannot imagine how it looked. Beginning in the 1850s, the drainage became so widespread and so local that no one can say exactly how many thousands of square miles were affected. A map prepared by the U.S. Bureau of Census in 1920, however, is sug gestive. It shows in black the lands drained in the upper Midwest, "lands" that are collectively as gigantic as the area of all the Great Lakes. A map of modern drainage would show an even larger area, for the practice went on and still goes on, with ever more efficient technology. I first became aware of "ag drainage," so-called, in the early 1990s when I was serving on the Iowa Environmental Council, which was trying to identify and close one of the most insidious forms of drainage, the holes, or "ag wells," dug in the low parts of fields through which unwanted water flows out like water from a bath tub. By carrying with it fertilizers and poisonous pesticides, such water pollutes the aquifers from which more and more people draw drinking water. The problem gets worse the more chemicals are used. But similarly polluted water has also been flowing for years through the lines of drainage tile laid under fields and emptying into ditches, creeks, and rivers. In the late nineteenth century, the developers of Iowa farmland began to use rivers not to bring water (as is done with dry, irrigated lands elsewhere), but to carry it away. In the early twentieth century, Iowa farmers and officials began to straighten small rivers and creeks in order to make fields easier to cultivate and to speed up drainage. "The general plan of the work," a reporter for the Kingsley New Times approvingly wrote in 1920, "is to dig a new channel for the river and straighten it out and then drain the adjoining land to the ditch." The result was ugly. Northern portions of the Iowa River indeed look like a ditch, as I found ten years ago doing an article on "Iowa's Lost Lakes" for Take the Next Exit. The banks are steep and treeless, and for miles the ditches are perfectly straight. No one would ever want to swim, fish, or float a boat in them. They add to flood surges, too, for the faster water flows out, the faster it flows in, downstream; and it has no chance to stop and let the silt and pollutants in it settle. Thus we have made water itself into "waste," as unwanted as sawdust from lumber mills, urban sewage, and industrial byproducts. Adding to this water that was once held back by meandering creeks, rivers, lakes, and marshes, is the water flowing rapidly off plowed land, parking lots, streets, driveways, roofs, and lawns. It, too, is full of "waste"?oily sludge and litter from the streets and parking lots, chemicals from lawns, pet waste from parks and sidewalks, and the silt, sand, and mud from construction sites.
The upshot is even more "runoff," containing more than just the dung and urine that used to offend us in early spring. The two less and less acceptable conditions of the Iowa River and its sisters, more Many of us may ask, What about bigger dams and levees? Both have a role, and I've written elsewhere that a change in management policies at dams such as the Coralville Dam might reduce flood damage. By releasing more water sooner, the reserve capacity of the reservoir could be increased, thus increasing its capability to reduce damage from large floods. This has not been done so far because it would create immediate floods in the lowest parts of the floodplain.
But houses in those areas should be bought out and removed, and farmers with low-lying fields should be paid for flood easements. Ullill-lfl! fitHIII In Iowa, the vast majority of our twenty million hogs are now raised in these buildings, with each hog producing "2.8 times more urine and feces per pound of body weight" than a human being. Thus any cafo with thousands of hogs produces many times the excrement of a modest-sized town, with no "treatment" of it except to store it in a huge so-called "lagoon" from which it is even tually spread on fields as fertilizer. When a "lagoon" wall breaks, the mess flows into the nearest creek, killing fish and ruining the creek for years. In both cases the smell is abominable, and the eventual "runoff" is far greater than what used to seasonally offend us in the 1960s and '70s. In the last few years cafos have spread across Iowa like an epidemic, locating wherever corn is grown cheaply, which is nearly everywhere. One of the densest concentrations of them is in the Iowa and Cedar River watersheds. What this all means is that currently the big place in which to work to improve water quality and reduce flooding in Iowa is on farms. Many farmers know this, and many are already trying to reduce the amounts of fertilizers and pesticides they spray on their fields, because it also saves money. Another increasingly common practice, no-till agriculture, keeps the soil covered, thereby reduc ing runoff and erosion. The downside is that not plowing and cul tivating a field requires that a farmer use more herbicides. Other improvements could come from planting cover crops in the fall to stop erosion and provide natural soil regeneration, from greater diversification and rotation of crops, and, best of all, from turning to organic agriculture.
But bare soil is always extremely vulnerable to erosion, as every Iowan ought to know from listening to the laments of farmers who have had their newly seeded fields washed away by a May downpour or seen pictures on television of great sheets of muddy water pour ing off fields, leaving them with ugly gouges anywhere from one foot to four feet deep. This is the water that makes creeks and rivers so universally brown and anonymous. Terracing is one defense, and creating "water courses," where grasses are planted in those gullies the water flows into, are another. "The best place for a drop of rain is where it lands," says my friend Wayne Petersen, and both of these measures help to ensure that the rain indeed stays put. We should keep water in the soil until it has done its work making things grow and then transpired into the air, entered groundwater, or eventually seeped into a river. At least, we should keep it in the field. Federal funding is available to assist farmers in planting buffer strips, as well as to protect highly erodable land and restore wet lands. These are good investments that protect soil, improve habitat, and add to the beauty and diversity of the landscape. It also makes better sense to stop pollution and floods at their sources rather than pay for huge dikes, dams, and water treatment plants that purify runoff that should never have been allowed to run off. But govern ment programs are not the only answer. As Aldo Leopold said sixty years ago, if landowners are conservationists just because they are paid to be, they will stop when the money stops. They, themselves, need to care. They, too, should not accept the unacceptable. They, too, should want better than bottled water and lollipop juice. Wendell Berry's Golden Rule of living on rivers is, Do unto those downstream as you would have those upstream do unto you.
LIVING WITH THE IOWA RIVER
There is no written history of the Iowa River, but there are hundreds of photographs of it that can be found in the Iowa State Historical Society in Iowa City and at Special Collections at the University of Iowa Library, which has conveniently put over two hundred of them online. The earliest are from the 1880s, the most recent from the flood of 1993. Most were taken in Iowa City, but others are from up and down the river, from Iowa Falls to Columbus Junction and
Wapello. And because they show the many things people did on the river, year-round, and the many other things people did to the river, to use it, enjoy it, and make it safer, they are possibly superior to a written history. Like a giant album of snapshots, they candidly show how we have lived with the Iowa River.
The earliest are pictures of Terrell's Mill and Dam, which must have been the river's most prominent feature. Fifty wagons some times lined up on the cart road that was once Dubuque Street to deliver grain to be milled there. A picture of a man and his canoe near the dam makes it look eight feet high.
But the majority of the early photographs are of recreation?
canoeing, rowing, swimming, wading, fishing, diving, picnicking, sailing, and ice skating. Canoeing seems to have been especially popular: a skill learned by Boy Scouts, a romantic activity for univer sity students, and a weekend diversion for families. But it was also a competitive sport. The "Iowater Regatta" in 1925 attracted 5,000
spectators to a women's canoe race, a men's swimming race, and various other competitions and stunts.
There were also excursion boats to take people upstream to the country club that used to be on the north shore of the river above the university. Fitzgerald's Boathouse, just upstream from Union Footbridge, rented dozens of canoes and in the winter served as a warming hut for skaters. Pictures show the river covered with skaters, though the sport "was not without danger," according to a caption in the Pictorial History of the University of Iowa. People often fell through the ice, and some drowned. But it would have been far safer than today, with the Coralville Dam releasing warm water from the bottom of the reservoir that keeps the ice thin. In those days, the ice was thick enough to be cut and stored. A picture of the Englert Ice House, circa 1911 or 1917, shows a large building four stories high with a trestle-like ramp on which the ice was taken to the upper floors. In spring, the ice in the river sometimes had to be dynamited to keep it from backing up and causing floods?a spec tacle many people came to the river to see and photograph.
Floods were the river's great danger, but they were frequent enough that people must have adjusted to them. They did not build major buildings in the floodplains. Indeed, one of the reasons Iowa City was located where it was, rather than at the site of the early Indian villages to the south, was that there were bluffs and hills near the river but safely above it. The only major university facilities right along the river were the first baseball and football stadiums at "Iowa Field," on the east side between Iowa Avenue and Burlington it east and make room for the university's art building. Later the channel at City Park was moved west and south. By the end of the decade, the wpa had also built the stone walls that line the river on campus and raised and graded the banks most of the way from the Park Road Bridge to the Iowa Avenue Bridge, forming a low, land scaped levee. In the process, the wpa built the stone canoe house on the west shore and created a pond just to the west of it that could be used for canoe instruction, although pictures dated 1948
show students also using Fitzgerald's Boathouse. at. Nor should we be concerned only about floods. We should pro tect rivers, not just protect against them. And that means protecting them for the rich and rewarding interactions they have provided people throughout history, from the student and holiday canoeists of recent generations all the way back to the early settlers and the Ioway. Rivers are also for food, which means that they are and must be for their fish and birds and wildlife as well as for us.
Consider, too, how much more environmentally prudent and con servative were those older uses of the Iowa River. Canoeing did not require gasoline or produce carbon emissions. Skating on the river or a nearby pond did not require all the energy needed to produce artificial ice. Fish caught in the Iowa River and birds and game shot along it did not have to travel, pre-packaged, hundreds or thousands of miles. By restoring the Iowa River from just another one of the brown, anonymous rivers of Iowa into a river valued as a real, liv ing part of our community, the whole community of its watershed, would help in the restoration of the earth. warm January day, we even canoed through Iowa City.
Most of these explorations required careful planning. We not only had to pack camping gear, life jackets, clothes, and food, but we had to locate launching and take-out points and arrange to leave one of our vehicles at each and find the roads between them.
Despite efforts by state and local governments and chambers of commerce to promote river usage, access points to Iowa rivers are often far apart and not well maintained. One result, however, is that on some stretches of the Cedar we felt as far away from civi lization as we ever have in Iowa. On lovely fall afternoons there were only us, the river, and dozens of migrating herons, coots, gulls, egrets, cormorants, and white pelicans. As we floated past fallen trees, sleeping turtles would wake up, look at us with their little diamond-bright eyes, and slip into the water. technique that "launched" the bridge from the bluffs, so that no piers needed to be placed in the river and no forests bulldozed. But we did not know where it was or how far it had progressed until we rounded a bend and saw it, high above the trees and about 130 feet above the river. It truly was "launched," taking off, like a swan with its long neck reaching straight out and its legs and body still on earth. This section of the beautiful unfinished bridge stretched unsupported from the bluff on our left halfway to the pier it would eventually reach. A white concrete road reaching out in thin air?a sublime, futuristic symbol of what can be done to protect the river, its course, and its watershed when there is human will and ingenu ity, and the necessary funding.
